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ABSTRACT 
This paper addresses how social media was used to leverage votes in new media 
environments. Barack Obama’s social media campaign is analysed and illustrates 
how the Obama brand benefited from integrating social media into the campaign.  
Voting behaviour has changed; politicians are continually seeking new ways to 
communicate with their constituents. Voting on political ‘brands’ is based on an 
identity or image, rather than central issues. While political parties rely upon an 
integrated marketing communication (IMC) approach, with a focus on building 
the (political) brand of the party and brand relationships, communication is no 
longer fully controlled by the marketers.  
 
 
Keywords: IMC, political marketing, social media 
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Just four years ago, Barrack Obama was a virtual unknown. Nobody outside of 
Illinois knew who he was. Obama today is a strong, exceptional brand. The 
Barack Obama presidential campaign harnessed digital analytics to constantly 
improve engagement activities.  As the campaign progressed, the effectiveness of 
the e-mail campaign increased and so did the conversion rates (Krempasky, 
2009).   
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While advances in mobile technology have significantly impacted on marketing 
communication in obvious ways (internet, mobile telephones, wireless handheld 
devices, rich media), it has created communication choices that did not exist last 
century. The Internet as a political weapon is used by most parties and politicians. 
Its potential to break down barriers and its interactive nature is only just beginning 
to be explored (Bogle, 2001). However, the motive for political marketers to 
integrate new media into election campaigns for publicity is until recently, overt.  
 
There has always been apprehension about the use of marketing in areas it was 
intended for (Luck, 1969) and, without exception, in politics (Henneberg, 2004). 
Marketing theory and practice within political marketing is now accepted and 
mainstream (Smith, 2006). In the early 1990s political marketing was at an 
evolutionary stage of development, and has moved from selling the sophistication 
of a party or person into a blossoming marketing era (Smith & Saunders, 1990). A 
fresh look at the traditional application of marketing with regards to political 
marketing is required, as today it is all about the leader, or brand.  
 
Research into marketing’s relevance within politics has increased over the past 
decade from a theoretical (Butler & Collins, 1999), applied (Hayes & McAllister, 
1996; O’Cass, 1996), and strategic aspects (Butler & Collins, 1999). Research 
today is focused on the long term and ongoing activity guarantees authority and 
control of knowledge for governments (Nimmo, 1999). 
 
Despite an aversion to political communication methods, major parties allocate 
vast amounts on marketing communication prior and during an election, and once 
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they reach office. Marketing communication is not an addendum but an integral 
tool for political parties and governments. 
 
IMC practices and principles assist business and political parties address 
nourishing customer relationships and building strong brands. This paper’s 
research questions are based around social media as a component of IMC: How 
has social media evolved and how can political leaders leverage digital strategies? 
And how did Barrack Obama utilise new media to win the Presidential election? 
 
The nature of the contribution of this paper is the identification and understanding 
how new media can be successfully utilised and integrated into a campaign led 
and driven by non-marketers.  
 
 BARACK OBAMA’S PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGN 
One of the most successful IMC campaigns using social media is Barack Obama’s 
presidential campaign.  Obama’s openness to how consumers interacted with one 
another, his recognition of their desire for authentic "products" and his 
understanding of the need for new global images were all valuable signals for 
marketers (McGirt, 2008).  We examine how the presidential election campaign 
used an IMC style campaign with a strong component of social media. It 
illustrates the success of IMC and its broad application which resonates with 
political marketing. The six main tenets of IMC are discussed in relation to the 
campaign, previously explored by Moffat & Luck (2007) and Luck and Moffatt 
(2009): relationships, communication, transparency, brand and image building, 
technology and strategic planning. 
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(i)Relationship Marketing. Barack Obama won the United States presidency in a 
landslide victory by converting everyday people into engaged and empowered 
volunteers, donors and advocates through social media (Krempasky, 2009).  Aged 
47, Obama was one of the youngest Presidents to be elected and appealed to many 
first time voters (Athlekar, 2009).  The Obama campaign recognised the power of 
social media and used this to form ongoing, deeper relationships with voters and 
in doing so raised an unprecedented US$265 million from more than 1.5 million 
Americans, the majority of who donated less than US$200 (Applebaum, 2008).   
 
The appropriateness of IMC practices to political marketing is evident in the 
political rediscovery of the concept of the life time voter. Within the framework of 
political marketing, relationship building can only occur when reciprocity of 
interactions and delivery of promises takes place (Ford, 1998; Ford et al., 2003; 
Parvatiyar & Sheth, 2000; Sheth & Parvatiyar, 1995).  
 
(ii)Communication. IMC differentiates from traditional marketing with a focus 
on the co-ordination of communication. Old and new communication approaches 
need to creatively converge to achieve maximum effectiveness (Ihator, 2001) and 
political campaigns must not be developed in isolation. Mainstream and social 
media are now completely intertwined and political parties need to understand the 
magnitude of benefits this framework can provide.  
 
Barack Obama’s inauguration was a turning point for many in understanding how 
social media and mainstream media can be integrated to mutual benefit (Hampp, 
2009).  The heart of Obama's campaign revolved around the promise of change 
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(Lovell, 2008), a concept that voters were able to emotionally connect with.  The 
campaign translated these values into simple slogans like “yes we can” and 
“change we can believe in”.  These messages were integrated consistently through 
all forms of marketing communication and spoke positively to the subconscious 
(Goodson, 2009).  Creating an emotional connection is difficult for some brands, 
however, Obama achieved this by creating a campaign less about policy and more 
about the people (Hartman, 2008).   
 
(iii) Transparency. Achieving alignment through trust, transparency and 
accountability appear to be positive enablers for politicians. Therefore, 
demonstrating transparency provides beneficial rewards.  As well as building 
trust, transparency promotes accountability, co-operation and commitment 
(Jahansoozi, 2006). Consumers expect a greater level of transparency and 
openness from brands in order to be perceived as more approachable, sincere and 
provide a collaborative model of interaction (Chisholm, 2009). These attributes 
are particularly essential in the online environment as the majority of social media 
applications (blogs, online forums, peer reviews) are uncontrollable by the 
marketer.  Customer preferences and decisions in the digital era are increasingly 
based on user-generated content (UGC) by parties beyond the control of online 
marketers (Constantinides & Fountain, 2007).  It is imperative that marketers 
strive to build a transparent and honest relationship that endeavours to reduce 
vulnerability and drive voter loyalty in the online environment.    
 
With Obama the person, people felt they knew who he was, therefore felt trusted 
to share their views.  People created their own content and took advantage of the 
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messages they created.  The "Yes We Can" collaborated up by the Black Eyed 
Peas and will.i.am’s song “We are the ones” were some of the most valuable UGC 
created in the campaign (McGirt, 2008).  Will.i.am’s song was viewed 50 million 
times (van Veenendaal & Beuker, 2009) and created exciting publicity for the 
campaign.  This anecdote is a good example of Obama’s overall policy of 
providing information and access to his supporters, and trusting them to choose 
and use information (Hartman, 2008). 
  
Obama used a multi-layered targeting approach which enabled him to reach a 
wide range of voters with specially tailored messages (Athlekar, 2009).  The 
campaign understood a need to provide transparency and variety for people to be 
involved based on their engagement levels.  The goal was to provide casual 
opportunities of involvement, while engaging more demanding prospects for hard 
core supporters. The three levels included personal, social and advocate 
(Krempasky, 2009), which is relevant when developing digital strategies into an  
IMC by tailoring a campaign to suit customer needs.  
 
(iv) Brand and image building. Voters’ perceptions of the party characteristics 
can be blurred, and the vast majority of voters therefore choose on the basis of the 
overall political package, concept, or image (Lock & Harris, 1996). Political 
campaigning is intrinsically linked to the development of brand identity or image 
(Dean & Croft, 2001). 
 
Brand image is the perceptions and associations a consumer holds in their 
memory about a brand. Image is a multi-dimensional construct that includes user 
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and usage attributes (Keller, 1993), as well as brand (or politician) personality. 
Within political marketing, brand associations of the source (and event, 
advertising or politician) interact with brand associations of the political party 
(brand). Ties affect brand preference and choice (Batra, Lehmann & Singh, 1993; 
Biel, 1993), which can provide a political party with a basis for differentiation 
(Aaker & Fournier, 1995; Haigood, 1999; Haliday, 1996).  
 
The Obama brand is not a physical entity but rather a perception that lives in the 
mind of constituents, based on the particular set of brand-related associations, 
experiences, imagery and messages to which voters had been exposed, many 
created by constituents, not Obama’s marketing team. The branding made use of 
free networking sites such as YouTube, Facebook, and MyBarackObama.com.  A 
few examples included: “Obama Girl” and her rapid stardom and appealing music 
videos, artists creating and posting free online stencils for making homemade 
Barack t-shirts, a slideshow of Obama jack-o-lanterns from around the country, 
and video clips from various people using home recordings of Obama’s speeches 
and rallies (Hartman, 2008).   
 
By engaging supporters, Obama was able to build the brand, create a breadth and 
depth of brand related associations and experiences around himself to strengthen 
the campaign. In essence, his supporters became his creative department and his 
marketing channel (Hartman, 2008).  Supporters created more than 400,000 pro-
Obama videos and blog posts and posted them to YouTube and the 
MyBarackObama.com website (Krempasky, 2009).  The campaign could not have 
possibly generated this much brand related content on its own, which was a key 
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success factor because authenticity and transparency in UGC is more compelling 
and elicits stronger support than official productions.   
 
In building the Obama brand, understanding the target market was fundamental. 
As a diverse group with widespread interests, Obama’s involvement included 
being officially present in 15 social media outlets.  He leveraged these platforms 
to direct people to MyBarackObama.com, where the campaign had a greater 
ability to channel people to the specific activities and causes that were deemed 
important (Poeschl, 2009). Resonating with any successfully branding, the 
marketing and campaign team understood their target market and which social 
media outlets they use.  While 60 percent of adults in the United States belong to 
a social network, most do not belong to more than one.  Understanding where a 
brand’s target audience congregates and how to connect with them (Poeschl, 
2009) is a core fundamental of IMC.   
 
(v) Technology. While advances in mobile technology have significantly 
impacted on marketing communication in obvious ways (internet, mobile 
telephones, wireless handheld devices, rich media), it has created communication 
choices that did not exist last century. The internet as a political weapon is used 
by most parties and politicians. Its potential to break down barriers and its 
interactive nature is only just beginning to be explored (Bogle, 2001). However, 
the motive for political marketers to integrate the internet (websites, Youtube, 
social media, blogs) into election campaigns for publicity is overt. 
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Though the Obama campaign was revolutionary, it ultimately used the same tools 
that many IMC campaigns had previously employed including well known social 
networks such as Facebook, MySpace, LinkedIn and Twitter.  It also made use of 
websites, text messages, emails, RSS feeds, blogs, cellular phone applications, 
photo and video sharing, widgets, and micro blogs (Poeschl, 2009).  
 
A key campaign differentiator was everything was executed incrementally better 
than its competitors. The campaign also prioritised and tracked prospective voters 
all the way through to the polls (Krempasky, 2009).  For example: Obama had 
2,379,102 supporters compared to McCain’s 620,359 supporters on Facebook – 
reflecting 380 percent more supporters. In comparing daily Youtube uploads, 
Obama uploads were four per day compared to McCain’s two uploads, Obama 
had 112,474 followers in comparison to McCain’s 4,603 followers on Twitter, see 
Table 1.  It is evident that Obama had a much larger support base than McCain 
which allowed him to interact with a wider audience, and for voters to extend the 
campaign further with personal contributions to online networks and 
communities.   
 
(vi) Strategic Planning for political parties has been neglected in the literature 
and there appears to be a lack of consideration of the strategic components 
associated with political marketing campaigns (Baines et al., 2002). The necessity 
for planning, monitoring and evaluation (Andrews, 1996) plays a principal part in 
long term strategic development including measuring and evaluating where, 
when, what, why and how the campaign succeeded (or failed). One of the core 
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principles of IMC is long term planning, monitoring, and evaluation of all 
marketing communications. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ia Platforms Table 1: Obama Vs. McCain Supporters on Social Med
(Poeschl, 2009). 
Political campaigns in the 21st Century are evolving and conventional media 
metrics are no longer effective (Higgs, 2008) as the rules of communication have 
changed (Paine, 2007). The Obama campaign had a core online team of 11 people 
including Chris Hughes, a co-founder of Facebook; and Kevin Malover, a veteran 
of online travel agency Orbitz.  Obama also gained support from a distinguished 
group of online advisors including Google CEO, Eric Schmidt; and Craigslist 
founder, Craig Newmark.  While previous campaigns had used social media and 
treated online advocacy as an add-on, Obama’s team of online experts integrated 
social media into all elements of the organisation (Krempasky, 2009).   
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The centrepiece of Obama’s online strategy, MyBarackObama.com, allowed 
‘Obamaniacs’ to join local groups, create events, sign up for updates, set up 
personal fund-raising pages, create their own blogs around platform issues and 
send policy recommendations directly to the campaign (McGirt, 2008). All tools 
were elements of traditional grassroots campaigning, but in a new form. 
Supporters could help Obama from the comfort of their computers (Poeschl, 
2009) and this enabled everyday people to become community organisers in their 
neighbourhoods. Obama did not have to create a community; he enabled 
volunteers to create it. This distinction gave supporters the drive and resources to 
grow the community on his behalf (Hartman, 2008), which are underlying 
principles of online communities. 
 
The Obama campaign targeted potential voters with a pull strategy which focused 
on encouraging voters to demand information and empower his supporters to 
become advocates and create their own networks and communities.  Obama 
changed the dynamics of how candidates are marketed in politics through 
traditional and new media marketing tactics which can also be applied to brands 
(Lovell, 2008).   
 
One of the strengths of the Obama campaign was its strategy of building a 
campaign from the bottom upwards and not the top downwards.  The campaign 
successfully exploited voter eagerness, not just to receive messages - but to create 
and pass on messages to friends via the internet (Tylee, 2009). Social networking 
poses challenges for marketers because brands typically like being in control of 
their messages. However, these traditional top-down messages are no longer 
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working in today’s environment where consumers are in charge. Obama’s “no 
rules” content-strategy encouraged supporters to create their own content around 
the campaign (Hartman, 2008).  Obama said in a statement “One of my 
fundamental beliefs from my days as a community organiser is that real change 
comes from the bottom up” (Stelter, 2008).  Encouraging UGC from voters was 
important because they were the target group which needed to be inspired to 
action, and the best content is what comes from the people (Hartman, 2008).   
 
In summary, Obama’s success indicates a seismic shift in political marketing by 
harnessing digital strategies by employing the six discussed themes of IMC which 
resonate with political marketing. The case illustrates how consumers have 
developed a low tolerance for listening to brands’ traditional messages. 
Advancements in mobile technology have empowered consumers. By 
strategically controlling the process and allowing consumer driven and created 
messages, the Obama campaign leveraged these for a successfully layered IMC 
campaign. The Obama campaign illustrated social media working at its best and 
accurately predicts where the future of marketing communication and data usage 
is headed using an (IMC) integrated and holistic approach.  
 
SOCIAL AND MOBILE MEDIA 
Today, mobile devices (specifically smart phones and personal digital assistants) 
have become an essential means of communication altering the way we as 
consumers interact and form relationships. While more research is required to 
fully understand its application and challenges, it is evident that brands wanting to 
stay in touch with customers need to incorporate social media applications into 
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their corporate communications framework.  President Obama used Facebook to 
help get elected, Dell recruits new hires from Facebook (Hempel, 2009) and IBM 
has 25 islands in Second Life (Gronstedt, 2008). Social media has revolutionised 
the market place and changed the communication process from traditional push 
strategies into consumer pull strategies. 
Social media allows personalisation and interactivity, two distinctive features 
needed for successful campaigns. Personalisation concentrates on providing 
customise messages and offerings which are specifically suited to consumers’ 
preferences and interests. Interactivity provides feedback and communication 
between a brand and the consumer.  
 
THE EMERGENCE OF IMC WITHIN POLITICAL LITERATURE 
 
Research into marketing’s relevance within politics, in both theory (Butler and 
Collins, 1999; Wring 1997) and application (Hayes and McAllister 1996; O'Cass 
1996) has increased. Further, swing voter numbers have grown and electoral 
contests are often competitive and tightly fought (McAlliser & Bean, 1997; 
Young, 2004). 
 
While political marketing authors have supported a long term planning focus 
(Baines, 2002; Smith & Hirst, 2001), and discussed the value and need for 
political parties to start building integrated political marketing strategies. Our 
paper argues that communication is driven by those other than marketers, as 
today, politicians are dealing with audiences that are highly media literate, believe 
advertising to be essentially untrustworthy, with its purpose to convince (Friestad 
and Wright, 1994) and more media savvy than ever before (Luck & Chapman, 
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2003; Luck & Kleahn, 2007)). In the 21st Century consumers have a greater 
choice of media, content and delivery that is more flexible, mobile, interactive and 
can be viewed simultaneously when and how they choose. This is where there is 
such a strong resonance with IMC. 
 
IMC is a marketing concept for the 21st Century that suggests a total and 
inclusive business model. Political marketing literature has begun to embrace the 
realities of a number of IMC concepts, such as relationship marketing (Dean & 
Croft, 2001; O’Shaughnessy 2001), communication, transparency, brand and 
image building, technology, and strategic planning. The commonalities and key 
elements in IMC involve managing marketing communication in a holistic and 
strategic manner (Duncan, 2002; Kitchen et al, 2004; Kliatchko, 2005) and in a 
practical sense it attempts to combine, integrate, and synergise elements of the 
communication mix.   
 
IMC’s emphasis is on communication and core concepts of developing profitable 
relationships and building brand equity are equally important to political 
marketing. Managing a party’s campaign’s or brand’s interactions and messages 
with voters and other key stakeholders, such as constituents, party members, 
congressional leaders, consumer groups, the wider community and everything a 
political party undertakes, and sometimes what it does not undertake, sends a 
message. With the increase of blogs and social media, these unplanned messages 
have a huge impact on successful campaigns. 
 
 14
As a result of emerging trends, (Keller 2001) argues that marketers today are 
facing different challenges in terms of designing, implementing and evaluating 
MC programs, than those faced by past generations of marketers. Emerging trends 
that have important implications for both marketers and political marketers in the 
21st Century include: 
 Progressively more demanding customers, empowered behaviour, and 
fleeting loyalties (Day & Montgomery, 1999). More demand and less trust 
given to political parties.  
 Skills needed to build strong relationships in the digital space include: 
relevancy, the ability to listen, the practice of measurement, constant fine 
tuning and optimisation (Meadows-Klue, 2007).   
 Adaptive organisations and the ability to manage change in an interactive and 
increasingly intensive competitive environments (Day & Montgomery, 1999).   
 Communication and new technology via databases in an interactive 
environment will be paramount in the future. 
 Traditional advertising media fragmentation, the emergence of non-traditional 
media and a ‘networked society’ (Castells, 2000), and ways to reach 
consumers to create brand value has grown in importance (Keller, 2001).  
 How changing media consumption patterns such as simultaneous media 
exposure and consumers multi-tasking with multiple media (Schultz & 
Schultz, 2004; Luck & Mathews, 2009) change how Obama operates in the 
coming election? 
 
FUTURE RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 15
This paper has identified many opportunities for future discussion and research 
regarding communication and use of new media tools within political marketing 
and IMC. The Obama example has contributed to the new social media landscape 
and illustrates the successful consideration of IMC elements in a campaign. Social 
media increasingly relies on UGC by parties beyond the control of online 
marketers (Constantinides & Fountain, 2007), with the pressure to be more 
transparent and open (Chisholm, 2009). Consumers attain their information from 
many non-marketer generated sources.   
 
The 21st Century will be dominated by consumers who have the ability to control 
information technology, access information, purchase products and services 
anytime and anywhere, decide what constitutes value, and what relationships are 
important, needed, and wanted (Schultz & Schultz, 1998). The Barack Obama 
presidential campaign harnessed digital analytics to constantly improve 
engagement activities.  While advances in mobile technology have significantly 
impacted on marketing communication in obvious ways, it has created 
communication choices that did not exist last century. The internet, as a political 
weapon, is used by most parties and politicians. Its potential to break down 
barriers and its interactive nature is only just beginning to be explored (Bogle, 
2001). The only question remains: what’s in store for Obama2? 
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